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ABSTRACT
The first PhDs in Australia were awarded in the late 1940s and 1950s. This
paper reports on some research being conducted by the authors that involves
reviewing early PhD theses from the Universities of Melbourne, Queensland and
Sydney. The paper discusses some selected features of the candidates, fields of
study and theses. Photographs and facsimiles from a selection of early theses
illustrate some peculiarities of the time.
INTRODUCTION
A previous study by the authors with Macauley and Pearson identified, collected and collated
bibliographic records of every PhD thesis awarded by Australian universities into a
bibliometric database. Analysis of the database was undertaken to identify distributions and
patterns of PhD completions in fields of study; these have been reported previously (see,
Evans, Macauley, Pearson & Tregenza, 2003a, 2003b). This paper reports on a related
continuing study that considers the first theses awarded at Australian universities: that is,
from 1948 to 1959. The three universities in question are the Universities of Melbourne,
Sydney and Queensland with their first PhDs awarded in 1948, 1949 and 1952 respectively.
(The Universities of Adelaide and Western Australia also offered their first PhDs in 1951 and
1949 respectively). This paper reviews some selected features of the candidates, the fields of
study and theses of these early PhDs.
RESEARCH APPROACH
The PhD theses awarded at the Universities of Melbourne, Queensland and Sydney were
extracted from a large dataset created by the research team as part of a pilot study on the
evolution of the PhD in Australia. The data were collected from the library catalogues of all
Australian universities and transferred into the EndNote bibliographic management program
(for further details on the use of bibliometrics see Macauley, Evans and Pearson, 2004 or
Evans, Macauley, Pearson & Tregenza, 2003a, 2003b). For this study PhD theses ‘published’
in the years 1948–1959 at the Universities of Queensland, Melbourne and Sydney were
extracted from the large dataset resulting in a total of 204 PhDs: Queensland 24, Melbourne
81 and Sydney 99. Each of these 204 records were then assigned a classification code
according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS) Australian Standard Classification of
Education (ASCED) system. ASCED is a six-digit classification system that can be used at
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(narrow field of study) or the first 2 digits (broad field of study). For our purposes, the narrow
and broad fields of study have been used. Individual PhD records were assigned an ASCED
code based largely on the department or faculty in which the PhD was undertaken. However,
where the bibliographical information downloaded did not list the department or faculty,
coding decisions were made on the basis of the title, key words and/or the call number. Of
course this process was, at times, problematic as a number of PhD records failed to include
any further relevant information other than the title making coding a difficult and time-
consuming task. Our current study was able to verify the coding and cataloguing details for
the theses reviewed. Our original coding was correct, however, we did identify a few
cataloguing errors in each library; these were provided to the relevant library so that their
records could be amended.
With the assistance of archivists from each of the three universities, visits were arranged for
the authors to locate and sight the 204 1948-1959 PhD theses. This proved a little more
complicated at the University of Melbourne, as many of the pre-1974 theses were held at an
outer suburban storage facility. During each of the site visits, information about each of the
theses was recorded and digital photographs taken of a selection of early theses to illustrate
their form, layout and substance. For further interest and clarification, the University of
Melbourne, Standing Committee for the PhD degree, Professorial Board Minutes dating from
1946 to 1949 were also examined. Selected findings from each of the universities are
presented in the following section.
SELECTED FINDINGS
The development of PhD programs
The development of PhDs in Australia was considered in the 1920s but it was not until 1945
(after the end of World War Two) that the University of Melbourne became the first
Australian university to offer the award. Although the War probably delayed this move,
previous attempts to establish a PhD had met with resistance. For example, the University of
Queensland had countenanced such a move in the 1930s only for it to be disbanded after
opposition from the faculties (see Thomis, M, 1985). Their resistance was based on the PhD
becoming the first degree awarded by the University itself. This threatened the autonomy of
the Faculties which controlled and offered the degrees. Table 1 shows the numbers of PhDs
awarded each year at the selected universities.
Table 1: Number of PhDs by YEAR at The Universities of Queensland, Melbourne and Sydney:
1948-1959
Year Uni QLD Uni Melb Uni Syd
1948 0 6 0
1949 0 3 1
1950 0 5 1
1951 0 5 2
1952 2 4 6
1953 0 8 3
1954 3 8 4
1955 3 8 13
1956 4 7 9
1957 6 6 16
1958 3 9 16
1959 3 12 28
Total 24 81 99
Clearly, Melbourne (est. 1853) and Sydney (est. 1850) dominated the numbers of PhDs
awarded during this period. They were the first Australian universities and were located in the
3largest cities which together comprised about half the Australian population. The University
of Queensland (est. 1909), located in the state capital of Brisbane, had a much smaller
population from which to draw.
The University of Melbourne tried to establish a PhD program in Australia twenty years
before becoming successful in 1946. The University’s archives summarises the position as
follows:
Under the headline: ‘Melbourne University gains status from the war’, the
Melbourne Herald of 25 August 1941 asserted that it had finally achieved the
status of a ‘premier university as distinct from an intermediate institution on the
road to Oxford’. There was a well-founded view, especially in the Science
Faculty, that all that was required to consolidate the war-time gains was the
establishment of a research degree and increased funding for research activities.
The former proved easier than the latter. Attempts by the Science Faculty to
introduce a PhD in 1924 foundered for lack of support from other universities,
and again in late 1945 Melbourne University led the way when it adopted
regulations for the first degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Australia. The first
PhDs were awarded to Erica Wolff (Arts) and [Sir] R.H. Myers (Science) in
1948. (Source: University of Melbourne Archives, Keys to the Past, Key 68, p.
182.)
It is illuminating to see that more than sixty years ago the University of Melbourne was
concerned about its ‘premier’ status in relation to international universities; a concern that
continues today. It is also noteworthy that, although the Science Faculty was behind the move
to establish a PhD, the Arts Faculty also had a graduate (in literature) in the first year. There
were three other Arts PhDs awarded at Melbourne by the end of the 1950s. Whereas, none
were awarded at the University of Sydney, and the University of Queensland had its only Arts
PhD in 1957. Below are pictures of the first two Australian PhD graduates, Myers and Wolff,
their thesis titles were, respectively, ‘The preparations and properties of tantalum and some of
its alloys’ and ‘A French-Australian writer : Paul Wenz’.
(Source: University of Melbourne Archives, Keys to the Past, Key 68, Uni Gazette, Autumn
1978, p. 2.)
Our study shows that there was also another PhD awarded later in 1948, to another woman,
Joyce Stone, for her thesis entitled, ‘Virus Haemagglutination: a review of the literature’.
Stones’s PhD is noteworthy for being a review of the literature. It is difficult to imagine a
PhD being awarded ‘only’ for a review of the literature in 2004. It is even more puzzling for
41948 when one assumes the body of literature would have been relatively small. Indeed, Dr
Stone cited 188 references in her thesis. (The number of references cited in theses was
recorded in our analyses. Some early theses have very few references, and one, Naylor (UQ
1952) referred to later in this section, had none).
Below we have produced some photographs of these first three PhDs. They show the format
and presentation of the theses.
Picture 1: Wolff, E. 1948
Picture  2: Myers, R. 1948 Picture 3: Stone, J. 1948
These photographs illustrate that the first PhDs were far from the buckram-bound tomes that
have become part of what now seems to be PhD tradition. Picture 4 below of Stratmann’s
thesis, ‘A study of the distribution of sodium and potassium between the living cell and its
environment’ (1949), shows what was the tattiest thesis we have seen to date.
5Picture  4: Stratmann, C. 1949
In a subsequent paper we intend to report on our analyses of the layout, structure and format
of early theses. However, we shall provide a glimpse of the texts themselves of these early
theses here as they reflect some differences in approach and some of the concerns of the time.
Wolff’s thesis, one of the first two in Australia, opens with a ‘Perspective’. We have
reproduced the text below from a photograph in its original font.
PERSPECTIVE
Paul Wenz, the Frenchman, came to Australia in 1892, at the age of twenty-
three and died at his station, “Nanima”, in New South Wales in 1939.  He was
an extraordinary person, both as a writer and as a man: living most of his
life in Australia, yet never becoming an Australian citizen; a Frenchman
leaving his own country to settle overseas – a rare enough thing – and not
choosing any of the French colonies, but plumping for a British country, after
having roamed North Africa, South America and New Zealand; finally picking
Australia; and not only deciding to make his home in the Commonwealth, but
determined to go on the land; and not only settling in an outback area, but
also writing books; books not about France or things French, but books dealing
mainly with Australia or Australian soldiers overseas – and not only writing
books, but indeed excellent books, portraying the people and customs of the
outback as few have done before or after, combining the best features of
French and Australian literary tradition; leavening a gentle, but constructive
criticism of Australian habits and oddities with his never failing humour,
sensitiveness and sympathy, and preaching as well as living the gospel of good
neighbourliness – Henry Lawson’s spirit of mateship -; the whole steeped in a
deep admiration for his adopted country, his second home; and in spite of
hardships, toil and discouragement loving with all his heart the Australian
bush, its solitude, quietness and all-embracing charm and majesty.
(Excerpt: Wolff, E. 1948 PhD thesis, ‘A French Australian writer: Paul Wenz’).
6Wolff’s piece is remarkable in several respects. The style of argument is not, perhaps, what
one might imagine for one of the earliest PhDs. It is celebratory of the subject, his views and
his writing. How did this position the thesis in the eyes of the examiners? We don’t know
who did examine or what a PhD meant to them in 1947 (when we assume it was examined).
The punctuation is interesting, too. The whole page is two sentences. There are six semi-
colons in the second sentence. (This sentence today would probably be a ‘bullet-pointed’ list!)
One semi-colon occurs after a hyphen (as em-dash today?).
The first and only Law PhD during this period was awarded by the University of Melbourne
to P Moerlin Fox (‘The Law Relating to Mortgage and Its application to the Torrens
Mortgage’, 1954). In the Preface of his thesis, Fox was moved to defend that his work could
be seen as a doctorate (See excerpt below). He argued that his discussion of legal principles
was based on the ‘examination of authorities’ and, therefore, could not be deemed to be
original as required in the University of Melbourne PhD regulations. However, he did ‘claim
originality for his approach’. Given that Joyce Stone ‘reviewed the literature’ in her (science)
PhD six years before, it is interesting that the first Law degree had to peg out its claim in this
way.
PREFACE
The regulations of the University of Melbourne
( Reg. LVII Rule 7 ) require that a candidate for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy
“ in submitting a thesis shall state generally in a preface and specifically
in notes the sources from which his information is derived , the extent to
which he has availed himself of the work of others , and in general terms the
portions of his work which he claims are original “ .
Any discussion of legal principles must be based on an examination of
authorities , so that in one sense it is impossible to claim for a thesis on a
legal subject the complete originality which may be possible in the case of a
thesis on a scientific subject.  However, the writer does claim originality
for his approach to the subject of the Torrens mortgage .  This type of
mortgage , which would amount to a mere equitable charge without the
assistance of the statutory provisions , by virtue of such provisions gives
rise to many results which are similar to those of the general law mortgage .
It is frequently assumed that this similarity is more or less complete , and
the writer has endeavoured in this thesis to ascertain the exact extent of
this similarity .  This has been attempted by examining the basis and nature
of each of the rights of the mortgagor and mortgagee under the general law
mortgage , followed by an examination of the basis and nature of the
corresponding right ( if any ) in the case of the Torrens mortgage .
 (Excerpt: Fox, P.M. 1954 PhD thesis, ‘The law relating to mortgages and its application to the
Torrens mortgage’).
7Naylor’s thesis from the University of Queensland presents another glimpse of the diversity
of early Australian theses. We have reproduced the preface and the first page of the
introduction below. Again we wonder what the examiners made of these statements, both in
terms of the secrecy and absence of some of the data, and of the rather dismissive tone. (The
conduct and reporting of the research on young servicemen would send an ethics committee
today into apoplexy!). This is the thesis that contains no references and its total length is 148
quarto, double-spaced pages). What follows is a picture of the thesis followed by a facsimile
of the preface and first page of the Introduction.
Picture 5: Naylor, G.F.K . 1952
This document is being submitted in general support of an application
for admission to the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the University of
Queensland.  It was prepared during the latter part of 1945 and has been
officially circulated by the Department of Air to persons and institutions
normally in receipt of the confidential publications of that Department.
Because it contains information classified as confidential it has not been
printed for disposal to the public through ordinary commercial channels.
G. F. K.N
--
(Excerpt: Naylor, G.F.K. 1952 PhD thesis, ‘Aptitude testing in the R.A.A.F.’).
8Some Matter of Gender
Remarkably, two of the first three PhDs in Australia were awarded to women, although they
represent only a small percentage of the total number up to 1959 at Melbourne. There were
eleven (14%) PhDs awarded to women out of 81. As Figure 1 (below) shows, there were
another six PhDs awarded where it was impossible to tell the sex of the author due to only
initials being used for forenames. It is highly likely that these were all male as there was a
FOREWORD.
It seems proper in the first instance to admit frankly that the
following pages are of a somewhat hybrid character. They do not
constitute an official document prepared in accordance with Service
orders and in the type of language which would normally be used in
Service channels; in any case the vast bulk of the matter contained
herein is officially recorded in some form or other in the files of the
R.A.A.F.  Nor does this work pretend to be in any sense a text book on
applied psychology and mental testing, though the writer has allowed
himself here and there to express his own theoretical views on a variety
of matters associated with testing. Nevertheless, it is considered that
the large body of experience obtained during the five years in which
R.A.A.F. testing was in progress should be published in some form,
firstly, for purely historical purposes, and secondly – a much more
important reason – for the information of psychological workers of the
post war period.  Partly because of their confidential nature, and partly
to conserve space, the aptitude tests themselves are not reprinted here
in extenso.  Sufficient examples are given, however, to indicate more or
less precisely the nature of each.  Responsible persons are not likely to
experience difficulty in obtaining full copies on application to the
appropriate R.A.A.F. authority.
It is not possible to acknowledge all of the help which has been
accorded during the past five years by those directly and indirectly
associated with the work.
(Excerpt Naylor, G.F.K. 1952 PhD thesis, ‘Aptitude testing in the R.A.A.F.’).
9convention in academic writing to express forenames for women so that they could be
identified as such. Although Melbourne’s numbers of women PhD graduates were low during
the 1950s, the University of Queensland had one (4%), and the University of Sydney had 12
(12%).
Figure 1: Uni Melb PhDs by GENDER & NFoS: 
1948-1959
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The marital status of women was an issue considered by the Professorial Board’s Standing
Committee for the PhD Degree in 1946, as this extract from the minutes shows:
A statement from the Professor of Bacteriology that he considered Mrs Rose Mushin
was doing full-time research was submitted to the Committee, and it was resolved to
recommend that:
…she be accepted as a full-time candidate, subject to reconsideration at the end of each
year should Professor Rubbo consider that her responsibilities as a married woman had
interfered with the devotion of her full-time to research. (The University of Melbourne,
Standing Committee for the PhD Degree, Professorial Board Minutes 13th August,
1946, p.326).
It may be a surprise to know that the Standing Committee for the PhD Degree envisaged part-
time candidature from the outset, although it was unclear whether Mrs Mushin would have
been enrolled as such should her ‘devotion’ not have been full-time. At an earlier meeting the
Standing Committee for the PhD Degree minutes record:
The Committee’s general view was that part-time students other than part-time
members of the University staff should not be encouraged to take the course in its early
years. (The University of Melbourne, Standing Committee for the PhD Degree,
Professorial Board Minutes 16th February, 1946, p.38)
Given that part-time doctoral candidates remain relatively marginalised and under-valued in
their institutions and government policy (Evans, 2002; Barnacle & Usher, 2003), it is
interesting to note that they have such a long history in the Australian system. However, this
supports the work of Pearson and Ford (1997) which shows that Australia has a substantial
‘hidden’ history of ‘open and flexible PhD study’.
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We now turn to a consideration of the fields of study represented in the first PhDs with a
special mention of the first Education PhDs.
PhDs by Fields of Study
The Tables 2, 3 and 4 below show the distribution of PhDs by Narrow Field of Study at the
selected universities.
Table 2: University of Melbourne PhDs by Narrow Field of Study: 1948-59
NFOS ‘48 ‘49 ‘50 ‘51 ‘52 ‘53 ‘54 ‘55 ‘56 ‘57 ‘58 ‘59 Total
Ag 1 1
Arch 1 1
Biol Sci 2 2 1 1 2 1 2 3 4 5 23
Chem Sci 3 2 3 1 1 10
Civil Eng 1 1
Earth Sci 2 1 2 5
Education 1 1 2
Hum Soc 1 1 2 2 6
Lang & Lit 1 1 1 1 4
Law 1 1
Math 1 1 2 4
Med Sci 1 1
Other Nat Sci 1 1 2
Physics 1 1 3 3 2 2 1 1 2 16
Politics ! ! ! ! 1 ! 1 ! ! 1 ! 1 4
Total 6 3 5 5 4 8 8 8 7 6 9 12 81
Table 3: University of Sydney PhDs by Narrow Field of Study: 1949-59
NFOS ‘49 ‘50 ‘51 ‘52 ‘53 ‘54 ‘55 ‘56 ‘57 ‘58 ‘59 Total
Ag 1 2 1 4
Behav Sci 3 3
Biol Sci 1 1 6 4 2 7 9 30
Chem Sci 1 1 1 3 1 1 3 3 4 4 22
Earth Sci 3 2 1 1 1 3 11
Hum Soc 1 1
Math Sci 1 1
Other Nat Sci 1 1
Phil & Rel 1 1
Physics ! ! ! 3 1 1 2 1 6 4 7 25
Total 1 1 2 6 3 4 13 9 16 16 28 99
Table 4: University of Queensland PhDs by Narrow Field of Study: 1952-59
NFOS ‘52 ‘53 ‘54 ‘55 ‘56 ‘57 ‘58 ‘59 Total
Behav Sci 1 1
Biol Sci 1 1 1 3 1 7
Chem 1 2 3
Earth Sci 1 1
Education 1 1 1 3
Engin 1 1
Hum Soc 1 1 2
Lang & Lit 1 1
Other Nat Sci 1 1 2
Physics 1 1 1 3
Total 2 0 3 3 4 6 3 3 24
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The tables show that sciences (especially biology, chemistry and physics) were the most
popular early Australian PhDs. ‘Human society’ representing only nine of the 204 PhDs.
However, it is clear that other fields had programs in place to enable people to undertake their
doctorates even if there were few completions during the 1950s. Education and Engineering
were amongst the first ‘professional’ fields in which doctorates were offered. As this is a
paper at AARE, it is important to note that the first Education PhD, entitled, ‘A survey of
native education in Fiji, Tonga and Western Samoa with special reference to Fiji’, was
awarded to A.C. Cato in 1951 at the University of Melbourne; which produced a further
Education PhD in 1958. There were none at Sydney during the period to 1959, although
Queensland had three Education PhDs–the first being awarded in 1955. There were also
Education PhDs at the Universities of Adelaide and Western Australia; we have not analysed
this data yet. Indeed, we can say that Cato was not only the first Education PhD at The
University of Melbourne, but also of all the universities.
CONCLUDING COMMENT
This paper reviews some particular aspects of the early PhD theses we have researched at the
selected universities. They represent a glimpse of a period in which the PhD was a new award
and in which the foundations of what might be called the Australian tradition was founded. It
seems clear that the nature and substance of some of the theses we have sighted would not be
accepted for examination in current university systems or for holding in their library
collections. Others look more like the form and substance of a contemporary thesis. Although
the type-writer and carbon copy paper, instead of the computer and laser printer with all their
text and graphical capacities, render these early theses distinguishable as works of long-lost
handicraft. It is also clear that some theses are unlikely to be seen as presented and argued in
ways that would be considered acceptable scholarship within their fields today. However, it is
a pleasure to read pieces of these early theses and to glimpse the world of 1950s Australian
university life.
Within the scope of this paper it is impossible to do justice to the wealth of data uncovered
during our site visits to the three selected universities.  We have drawn on a branch of the
information to highlight the topics and key features of early PhDs with regard to the evolution
of PhDs in Australian universities. However, it is our expectation that with further collection
of data (we intend to complete Sydney and we endeavour to include Adelaide and possibly
UWA) and analysis, a subsequent paper will be written concerning other characteristics of
1948-59 PhD theses including details of paper size, the average number of pages, the size of
reference lists, line spacing, and the inclusion of acknowledgements or mention of
supervisors.
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